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Prologue: To Die is to Live 


Author's Notes: 

This story was inspired by real life gangsters like John Dillinger and my love of all things 1930s. | got the idea 
last year while watching the movie "Public Enemies" and thought that James Hetfield, with his effortless 
charm and thousand watt smile (not to mention his affinity for firearms), would have made the perfect 
Depression-era bank robber. Unfortunately | still have little more than a rough outline and a vague idea of 
where | want the plot to go. That's not to say | don't have big plans for these characters or plenty of twists, 
turns, and surprises in store! | can't promise that | will update this fic as often as "Hands" (which remains my 
top priority), but | will certainly try. Note: the timeline corresponds to the late Puppets/early Justice era as 
far as Metallica's history, but given the 930s AU setting, their physical appearances would be more akin to 
Load era The other bands will appear in subsequent chapters. Sincere thanks go out to blacksapphire for 
encouraging me to feed and nurture this particular plot bunny. | hope that everyone enjoys what I've written 
so far. As always, feedback is welcome and appreciated. 


Fort Collins, Colorado 
Friday, December 8, 1933 
Approximately 6:30 p.m. 


How long James has been holding his breath, he has no idea His usual attempt to count the seconds--one one 
thousand, two one thousand, as if time and money were indeed a single currency--was instantly obliterated by 
the swirling snowflakes and the barrage of gunfire from the passenger window. His ears ring in the subsequent 
silence. His lungs burn like coals. He doesn't dare exhale any more than he dares ease his foot off the pedal. 
Not until Cliff climbs back through the window and gives him the all-clear. His eyes flick once more to the 
rearview mirror. James knows better than to trust the reflected darkness. Cliffs vision was always sharper 


than his own. That's why Cliff is the triggerman. 


Just as James fears his chest will burst, his accomplice ducks at last into his seat. The gust of freezing air 
that accompanies him is soothing and jarring at the same time. James exchanges several frantic breaths 


before he can manage to speak. 
"Are they gone?" 


Cliff nods, his own chest heaving as the breath escapes his mouth in ragged bursts of steam. James tries not 
to be frightened by the sound. It's only the cold, he tells himself. It's only the exertion If Cliff were bleeding to 
death, he would be too weak to sit up--much less lean through the window and empty the drum of his 
Thompson into the pursuing car the way he did just seconds ago. Unless it's shock. They say shock can give a 
dying man superhuman strength. James is too young to have gone to war, but he's heard stories and can't 


help but wonder if this is the same thing. 
"Are you sure?" he asks, louder this time. 


“They're gone for now," Cliff grunts. He unclips the drum and lets the machine gun slide from his grasp until 
its nose bumps the floor. "But they're sure as fuck not gone for good." 


"You think you hit tem?" 


"Maybe. Maybe not. Looked to me like they steered deliberately in the other direction back there. Had they 
swerved off the road, that might've been a better indication" 


The car is too dark for James to read the expression on Cliff's face and the wind too loud to measure the 
tone of his voice. Cliff has never killed anyone before. Hell, none of them have. They haven't even tried until 
tonight. He wonders whether Cliff is pondering the implications or if his thoughts have already returned to the 


ambush. 
Or the fact that he's been shot. 


"Least we put that other car into a ditch," James brags. Its meant to sound reassuring, but his voice catches 
on the last syllable when he sees Cliff clutching at his shoulder. James shifts his foot to the brake and 
fumbles around for the flashlight: 


"What are you doing?" 

"Need to take a look at that wound." 

"No, you need to keep driving," Cliff insists. "We can't afford to waste time." 

"But you said they're gone." 

"| said they're gone for now. Best case scenario, they're dead. Worst case scenario, they have some sort of 
contingency plan they're putting into effect as we speak. The real scenario is probably somewhere in between 
but right now we have to assume the worst and respond accordingly.” 

James steps on the gas again just to placate his partner. He tells himself that Cliff is being paranoid. For their 
pursuers to come back for seconds after seeing--and probably even fasting--the sort of firepower they're up 
against would not just be foolish, it would be suicide. James would welcome the opportunity to finish them off 
if he didn't have more urgent things to worry about right now. Unable to find the flashlight, he pulls the scarf 
from around his neck and tosses it into Cliffs lap. 

"What am | supposed to do with this?" 

"Tie it around the wound if you can manage." 

‘Its really not that bad." 


"Famous last words." 


Cliff grunts again, the corners of his mouth turned up in either a laugh or a wince. James can't tell. He hopes 


to hell that the joke isn't about to come back on him. 


"Already checked," Cliff assures him. "The bullet hit the muscle and went straight on through. Probably 
wouldn't even hurt if | hadn't battered it with the recoil just now." 


James looks him over. In the darkness he can make out little more than a ragged hole in the shoulder of his 
friend's coat. No way to tell until they get him undressed just how badly Cliff is wounded. He may already have 
bled out, for all James knows. He may be lying about his condition for fear that James will panic and deviate 
from the plan. Fuck if, James thinks. The plan has already gone to hell. 

"How far are we from the safe house?" 


Cliff peers out over the snowy terrain. "About four or five miles still." 


"Shit," James mutters. Then something occurs to him. "Hey, that veterinarian sign that Kirk pointed out last 


week.wasn't that somewhere around here?" 
"Don't even think about it," Cliff warns. 

"It's a lot closer that the safe house." 

"| said forget it." 

"But we can't just--" 


"That's the first place the cops will check. They know that one of us got shot and they know we'll be looking 
for a doctor. Any kind of doctor.” 


James swallows back the usual profanity and grits his teeth instead. Cliff is right. They can't risk it, especially 
after an ambush. Not when the law is already a step ahead instead of the usual three steps behind. 


"Just stick to the plan," Cliff continues. 
"Which is?" 
"Same as before. We meet Lars and Kirk at the safe house, switch cars, and get back on the road. We won't 


be able to stay until morning like we talked about, but that's all right. The snow should discourage them from 
trying to follow us into the mountains." 


"What if..2" 

"The safe house is compromised? Then we won't even stop." 

"| mean what if that wound is worse than you think?" 

Cliff reaches into the glove box and pulls out his spare pistol. "You know the answer to that" 
‘lm not leaving you behind." 

"James, we've been over this." 

"| don't give a shit." 

"You should. Better one of us goes to jail than all four like last time." 

“That was different." 


"Exactly--we didn't have fifty grand in our possession like we do right now. If worst comes to worst, the three 


of you need to take the money and keep going." Cliff looks down at the gun and then back at James. "I refuse 


to slow you down" 
"We're getting ahead of ourselves anyway." 


Cliff nods. Not necessarily in agreement, James recognizes, but with the understanding that now is not the 


time to dwell on such things. He pockets the pistol and points at the dash. "How's our fuel?" 
I'd say we have a good twenty miles’ worth." 
"Good. That's more than | expected." 


"What about Lars and Kirk?" James asks. In his mind, he sees the City Limits sign outlined against the darkening 
sky as Cliff gives the signal for their accomplices’ car to break away at the next turn. As predicted, their 
remaining pursuer stayed on James and Cliff's tail. Never mind that that Lars and Kirk were carrying most of 
the money. James was the face on the WANTED posters. He was clearly more valuable in the law's mind than 
the sacks of cash in the other car. He can only hope that Kirk didn't run into any deputies or get himself lost 
on whichever detour they opted to take. "You think they went ahead or doubled back?" 


Before Cliff can answer, the faint winking of headlamps draws their eyes to the rearview mirror. The lights 
flash three times in succession and then go dark. They flash three more times and go dark again. They flash 
thrice a final time and stay lit. Relief flows through James like the smoothest of whiskey. 


"Never mind. There they are." 


Cliff pulls the flashlight from under the seat and signals back the same way. "Keep your speed up," he warns. 
"No need to stop on their account." 


"Shouldn't we at least let Kirk catch up?" 

"We're all going to the same place. In fact, you should probably--" 

The impact slams them both into the dashboard and cuts off whatever Cliff was about to say. James stomps 
frantically at the brake, watching the road and trees and snow whip past in a terrifying blur. He doesn't even 
know what hit them until they've stopped spinning and he hears the other car backing up. It must have come 
straight out of the woods on some hidden road with its headlamps off. 

"What the fuck?" 


Cliff draws his pistol. "It's them." 


Sure enough, the headlamps blaze on from the mangled grille to reveal a bullet-riddled wind screen and two 


chillingly familiar outlines. James realizes there's only one reason the driver would be backing up: to gain 


momentum before ramming them again. 


"Son of a bitch!" James spits. He hits the gas and cranks the wheel as hard as he can, struggling to put some 
distance between them before the other car shifts forward again. The tires skid on the frozen pavement as 
James accelerates. He curses himself for waiting this long to travel west for the winter. They should be on 
the other side of the Rockies by now. They should be back in California instead of trying to outrun government 
agents in the middle of a fucking snowstorm. The ambush, the chase, Cliff getting shot.none of this would be 


happening if not for his own greed. He knows that whatever comes next will ultimately be on him. 

The tires grab dry pavement again and James gives a triumphant "YEAH!" He laughs as their pursuers hit the 
same patch of ice and swerve once more to a stop behind them. Cliff leans out the window and puts several 
more shots through the agents' wind screen. The snow is too thick to see into their car, but James imagines 
its occupants huddling like cowards in the front seat. "That's right," he sneers. "Big bad G-men. Not so tough 
now, are y--" 

"Watch out!" Cliff shouts. 

James' eyes snap back to the road. He swerves in time to miss the oncoming truck but hits the brakes a 
second too late. The car careens down the embankment before it hits a fallen tree and overturns, rolling 
several times before coming to rest on its roof. 

He lays there in a dazed and crumpled heap, wondering if his neck is broken or if he is even still alive. The 
sound of footsteps kicks his pulse into motion He peers through the shattered wind screen to see an elderly 
man in denim coveralls crouching beside the car. 

"Careful, son.let me give you a hand." 

James scrambles out of the wreckage before the man can reach in. He rises to his feet, shaking and numb, 
and looks around for Cliff. He didn't see him inside the car, so he can only assume Cliff is already free. He 
must have climbed out while James was unconscious. 

So where is he, then? 

"Cliff" James shouts. He takes a few shambling steps and calls again. " Chiff! 

‘I'm sorry," the old man says. 

"What?" 

"About your friend” 


"Where is--is he gone already?" 


The man nods gravely. 
"Which way did he go?" 
The man points to the ground on the other side of the car. 


James stumbles around the wrecked vehicle, his heart clenching in his chest when he sees the pair of legs 


protruding from under the roof. Dizziness overtakes him and he bites his knuckle to keep from blacking out. 
"No, no, no." he murmurs, crouching down to clasp Cliff's knee. The limb is warm. So warm, in fact, that James 
suddenly wonders if Cliff might still be alive. He stands up again and heaves his weight against the side of the 
car. "Help me! We have to get this off him." 

"He's gone, son That's what | tried to tell you." 

James' hands contort into fists. "How would you know?" 


"Look at him," the man says gently. "No one could survive a thing like that." 


James ignores him and braces his shoulder under the window frame. Pain flares through his body as he 


pushes again, unable to budge the car even an inch. 
"God damn it!" 

‘lm sorry." 

"Shut up and help me!" 


The old man bends down and tugs at something next to Cliff's body. Cliffs scarf. No, not Cliff's scarf--James' 
scarf. The one he offered Cliff as a bandage. 


"Don't fucking do that," he snaps. "Don't touch him if you're not gonna help him!" 

‘lm trying to help you. It's freezing out here. No sense in both of you dying.’ 

James snatches the scarf from the old man's hand. It feels warm and damp, and when he looks down, he 
realizes that one end is soaked in fresh blood. His legs buckle. He drops to his knees, shoving a knuckle into his 
mouth and biting down hard. It's all he can do not to scream. 


"Why don't you come inside and get--" 


The old man goes silent at the sound of footsteps crunching through the frozen leaves. James, concealed from 


view by the overturned car, holds his breath and reaches instinctively for the holster beneath his coat. The 


footsteps hasten and move closer. Whoever they belong to must have picked their way down the embankment. 
It's either Kirk and Lars, or the truck driver, or-- 


"You there!" Flashlight beams dance over the snow and come to rest on the old man. "Put your hands up and 


back away from the car!" 


The old man does as instructed, his eyes darting briefly to James as if warning him not to move. "This is my 


land," he explains calmly, "so you better have a good reason for coming in here and ordering me around." 


"United States Bureau of Investigation," says the second voice. "We have reason to believe that vehicle right 


there was used in the commission of a bank robbery this evening and that its occupants may be--" 


"Ah, cut the formalities," snaps the first man. "We know it's them. They just fuckin’ shot at us on the road up 
there!" 


"Them who?" 
"James Alan Hetfield and Clifford Lee Burton," the calmer man replies. "Better known as the Hetfield-Burton 
gang. They're wanted by the federal government on multiple counts of armed robbery and attempted murder 


of law enforcement agents." 


"Don't know anything about that. All | know is that | was eating dinner when | heard a crash. Came outside to 
find this car upside down and some poor fella crushed beneath it" 


"What about the other one?" 


"Mustve run off" 


The flashlight beam moves from the old man to the nearby shack and surrounding trees. "You sure about 


that?" the agent says. 
"Can't be sure about a thing | didn't see, now can |?" 


James hears one set of feet stomp closer. He holds his breath and silently draws back the hammer on his 


pistol. 


"| don't think | like your tone, old timer. You might want to shut up and cooperate before | lose my temper 


over here." 
"Horton," the other man warns. 


"Sheriff comes in here, finds you dead next to the getaway car.." 


"Horton, that's enough now." 

James curls his finger around the trigger. 

"he'll just assume Hetfield shot you. Or Burton. Whichever of those fuckers is still alive.’ 
"What do you want?" the old man whispers. 

"For you to give up whoever you're hiding," Horton says. "You have five seconds." 
"Horton, that's not necessary.” 

"Five... 

"I'm sure this man will cooperate either way." 

"four, three." 

"Please mister, | said | don't know anything!" 

"two." 


The old man's eyes flick once more to James. His raised hands tremble in the flashlight's beam. 


BANG! 


Horton hits the ground with a scream, clutching his now-splintered ankle in both hands. James fires twice 
more through the cab of the car and the man goes limp. He jumps up to see the other agent scrambling for 


cover. 
"Come back here, you fucking coward!" 

The agent breaks into a run Enraged, James squeezes the trigger and watches the man pitch forward in the 
snow. He keeps firing until the gun is empty, unsure if he hit the agent but unable to stop from trying. His 
heart pounds in his throat. His breath comes out in bursts of steam, livid and white. He drops to his knees one 
more time and pulls the other gun from Cliff's lifeless hand. Ignoring the old man cowering beside the car, 
James stalks over to the fallen agent and points Cliff's pistol straight at the man's face. 

"Who tipped you off?" 


The agent clutches at his chest, eyes wide with fear. "I--I don't." 


"Somebody told you ahead of time that we were going to hit that bank. Who was it?" 
"don't know," the agent gasps, his words thick with blood. "Please..don't..” 

"God damn it, who was it?" 

The agent's lips move but nothing comes out. 

"Tell me!" 


Silence. James lowers the gun and holds his shaking hand close to the man's mouth. He feels nothing but the 
bitter wind against his skin. The agent's eyes are already starting to glaze. 


"Fuck." James mutters. He looks back at the wreckage of the car and then down at the man's bloodied coat. 
Maybe there's something in his pockets, he thinks. Some type of correspondence from the bureau. Something 
that might offer a clue as to who set them up. He finds nothing but a badge and a billfold containing an 
identification card, both unreadable in the dark. The agent doesn't even have a gun. That or he lost it 
somewhere between the embankment and the spot where he died James' stomach clenches at the realization 
that he may have just killed an unarmed man, but then he remembers that these are the agents who ran 


them off the road. They are the reason Cliff is dead. 

Headlights sweep through the darkness. 

James catches his breath and turns abruptly, gun raised, to see a familiar car pulling to a stop along the dirt 
road. He knows that he should feel relieved that Lars and Kirk found him instead of the police. He knows he 
should retrieve the sack of money and the ammunition from the ruined car and make an immediate getaway. 
All he can do instead is stare at Cliff's now-illuminated body, wondering how so much snow could accumulate 
on his legs in such a short time. 

"James!" 

Lars pulls him roughly to his feet. 


"Are you hurt?" 


James feels his head move in something akin to a shake. He can't tell whether it's an answer or if the cold has 


finally caught up to him. 
"What the fuck happ--" Lars' eyes widen abruptly at the sight of the overturned car. "Oh shit 


"They came out of nowhere," James whispers. "I thought they'd broken away, but it turns out they were 
following us through the woods. They were one step ahead the entire time.” 


"You killed them?" 


James nods, deliberately and emphatically this time. "They were about to shoot that old man. And they're the 
reason Cliff is dead. They drove us off the road and killed Cliff." His voice catches on those last two words and 
his vision melts into a sudden blur. Beside him, Lars looks down at the fallen agent and then at the ruined car. 


He gives James’ elbow a gentle squeeze. 

"Wait in the car." 

James ignores the instruction. He watches as Lars makes his way over to the wreckage, exchanges words with 
the old man, and gets down on all fours to root through the car. He comes up a few seconds later with the 
bag of money. The old man tries at first to refuse the stack of bills in Lars' outstretched hand. Lars’ voice 
grows louder, more insistent, until at last the old man accepts the cash and retreats into the shack. Lars goes 
straight back to work, collecting the Thompson and the rest of the ammunition before hurrying back toward 
James. Not once does he stop to look at Cliff. 

"What are you doing? | told you to wait in the car." 

"l'm not leaving," James whispers. 

"Are you insane?" Lars hisses. "The police are all over the place. They could be here any minute!" 

"Then you two better hurry up and go." 

"Cliff is gone. You can't do anything for him now." 

"| can make a stand" 


"You against fuck knows how many cops..James, that isn't a stand. That's suicide." 


"Not if | take a few with me." James feels a grim smile stretch across his face at the thought. "Might not be 


able to kill ‘em all, but even one more would be worth it." 
"You're delirious," Lars explains. "Cliff wouldn't want that." 
"Not up to Cliff now, is it?" 


Sirens echo in the distance: a mournful, mocking wail. James wishes the other two had kept going instead of 
coming back for him. They would still have more than thirty thousand between them. All they did by stopping 
was put themselves in danger and waste time. / refuse fo slow you down That was what Cliff said in the car 
before the agents cut them off. They were not quite his last words, but they are the only words James can 
hear right now. He tries to say them out loud only to feel them freeze in his throat. 


"Hurry up," Kirk shouts, "they're coming!" 
"James..." 
"Go," he grunts. 


Lars snaps his fingers and Kirk bolts from the driver's seat, leaving the getaway car to idle. James tenses as 
he feels their hands close around each of his arms. For such small men, his accomplices are surprisingly 
strong. James’ will to fight is no match for them and his own frozen limbs. He shuffles helplessly along in their 
grasp, cursing under his breath as Lars pushes him into the back seat and climbs in beside him. The last 
James sees of Cliff is the faint outline of his partner's legs beneath a blanket of snow. Kirk peels away down 


the road, plunging the wreckage into darkness and memory. 

Miles pass without a word from any of them. James stares down at his hands. One clutches Cliff's pistol so 
tight that he is sure the pattern on the grip will scar his palm for good. The other is tangled in the bloodied 
scarf he was sure he dropped before he shot the two agents. They are all he has left of Cliff. It seems sickly 
fitting that his hands are the only part of his body he can feel right now. They prickle and ache from the 
thaw, as if his blood in his fingers were filled with shards of broken glass. The rest of him remains numb. 
Even his heart. 

It is Kirk who finally breaks the silence, his voice quavering with confusion and grief. 

"What should we do now?" 

James looks up. The snow is finally clearing. They appear to have outrun the storm. 


"Stick to the backup plan just like we talked about." 


Lars nods in grim deference. Kirk tries to do likewise, but James can tell by his trembling silhouette that Kirk 


is choking back a sob. He reaches over the seat and squeezes Kirk's shoulder. 

Its not over. One way or another, I'll find out who set us up and make them pay. 

"But how will you..2" 

"One way or another," James repeats. He pushes the pistol into his empty holster and stares out into the 


night. "Cliff will have justice. | will make those bastards pay." 


To be continued. 


The Lone Arm of the Law 


Author's Notes: 
Thanks and appreciation go out to DKD for empathizing with my second chapter struggles. This one's for you! 
[Warning: deals heavily with character death and contains graphic post-mortem descriptions] 


Larimer County Morgue 
Fort Collins, Colorado 
Monday, December Il, 1933 


Back in the Wild West, the corpses of murdered outlaws were propped up in coffins as both a celebration of 


the law triumphant and a warning to anyone who sought to break it. 


The public rarely caught the message either way. They came for the spectacle, crowding around the sheriff's 
office or county jail for the chance to see a legend in the flesh, even--and sometimes especially--if that flesh 
was already dead. It lifted them out of their impoverished mundane existence if only for a few moments. It 
made them feel strangely alive. They departed the scene not with a sobering acceptance but with the 
realization that they have a choice: obey the law or break it. Wait for death or tempt it. Pursue it. Embrace it. 
Defy it. What the lawmen of the day often failed to realize is that they were not the heroes in these 
particular shows. Displaying the bodies of robbers and killers did not dissuade others from rising up and taking 
their place. If anything, it inspired them. 


Jason looks up from his newspaper as a door opens at the end of the hall. The noise from the crowd outside is 
even louder than before. He wonders how many more of them have swarmed the morgue in the hour since he 
arrived. Thankfully the coroner had the common sense, if not the respect, to confine Cliff Burton's body to the 
slab and spare his grieving parents the indignity of a public display. 


Too bad he couldn't spare them from the gauntlet of onlookers. 


The policeman locks the door behind them, presumably in case anyone tries to force their way past the lobby. 
Jason makes sure to tuck the newspaper under his briefcase before he stands up. He knows that what the 
Burtons are about to see is far worse than the photographs plastered across the front page, but he can't 
help imagining how his own parents would feel. Would his mother be crying into the shoulder of her husband's 
coat like Mrs. Burton is now? Would his father stoically blink back the tears as he guided her down the 
hallway? Would either of them lash out in grief at the men who were pursuing their son at the time he was 


killed, or would they accept his death with a bitter dignity? 


All he knows for sure is that he wouldn't want anything adding to their pain and shame at a time like this-- 
least of all an agent callously eyeing the headlines right in front of them. He nods in deference as the Burtons 


approach. Cliffs father returns the gesture, his dry but red-tinged eyes meeting Jason's for the briefest of 
moments before they both look away. A pang of guilt hits him so sharply that he nearly winces. But why? he 
wonders to himself. / wasn’t there when it happened | wasn't responsible for Cliffs death and neither was the 


bureau, He was a wanted criminal. He knew the risks he was taking 


The identification room door opens. Mrs. Burton hesitates, her limbs visibly rigid, and Jason's guilt deepens 

further at the thought that he might be left alone with her in the hallway. Her husband whispers something 
inaudible. She presses the handkerchief to her mouth and allows herself to be led inside. What follows is not 
the wail of despair that Jason expected but a silence he recognizes all too well. It is the sound of shock, of a 


pain so sudden and strong that it snatches the voice right from one's throat. 
Jason picks up the newspaper again before any memories can coalesce in his mind. 


He doesn't even need to check the byline to know which newsman managed to bribe his way into the morgue 
last night. The only question is whether Ross Halfin paid cash for access to Cliff's body or whether the police 
and coroner allowed him entry on the value of celebrity alone. Jason caught a glimpse just this morning of the 
infamous photographer being escorted onto a westbound train by a pair of policeman right after his own 
arrived in the station He turns to the page with the photos of the two dead agents and wonders if they are 
the real reason for Halfin's involuntary departure. Jason suspects the bureau's disdain has as much to do with 
the embarrassment of suffering double the casualties of the gang--who still managed to escape--than with 


any disrespect to the fallen men 


He reminds himself, as the door opens once again, not to let his cynicism show. Not if he wants to succeed 


under Agent Knutson's supervision. 

"Regardless of the circumstances, you have our sincere condolences." 

Jason can tell by the Burtons’ silence that they neither believe Knutson nor would be comforted if they did. A 
true kindness on his superior’s part would have been to leave them alone. Let Cliff's parents grieve without 


the insult of feigned sympathy. 


"And | assure you," Knutson continues, "we will find the men responsible for your son's death and bring them 


to justice." 


Ray Burton puts up his hand. "Our son is responsible for his own death. You and | both know that, so | would 
appreciate if you spared the bullshit” 


"What | meant to say was-~" 


"Hetfield and the others have plenty to answer for. There's no doubt about that. But Cliff made a choice and 


he bore the consequences of his own actions." 


"Sir, in all fairness--" 


"His mother and | came here to bring him home. Nothing more." 
Knutson makes no reply. 


"The sooner you let us do that, the sooner you can go about getting justice for your own men And that's all | 
have to say." 


Jason watches silently as the Burtons retreat down the hall, flanked by the policeman who escorted them in, 
and disappear once more through the outer door. Knutson turns to the younger agent. "Well, there you have 
it," he says with a shrug. 

‘I'm assuming they had no idea where the gang might be headed?" 

"Of course not" 

"Do you think they'd tell us if they did?" 

"No. But you can't blame a guy for trying." 


"Have to cover every avenue." 


"Exactly." Knutson sparks up a Lucky Strike and nudges Jason on the arm. "Come on. Let's have a look, shall 


we?" 


He leads Jason through the identification room door. The space is cramped with no less than three gurneys, 

each bearing a body covered in a sheet, and two young men dressed in suits and shoulder holsters. One has a 
length of gauze wrapped around his forehead. The other sports a pair of black eyes and a bandage across the 
still-swollen bridge of his nose. The coroner, wearing what looks unsettlingly like a butcher's apron, steps aside 


to allow Knutson and Jason some room. 
"Who's he?" asks the man with the broken nose. 


"This is the agent | told you about," Knutson explains. "Jason Curtis, from the St. Louis office. He arrived in 


town a few hours ago and | wanted to bring him up to speed" 
Jason puts out his hand. The man with the bandaged head gives it a tentative shake. "I'm Agent Carlson" 


"Pleased to meet you," Jason replies. He turns to the other agent, who responds with only a muffled snort and 


an impatient glare. 


"You'll have to forgive Agent Gilbert," Knutson says. "He and Carlson were run off the road during the pursuit. 
The doctors had to reset his nose, and he's been a bit cranky from the pain. Its nothing personal.” 


Jason wonders whether Gilbert and Carlson would even be standing here now if their car hadn't gone into the 
ditch. They could have been killed in the shootout along with the other two agents. Alternately, the four of 
them might have managed to overpower the gang, putting James Hetfield and the rest of his accomplices in 
the morgue along with Burton. There is no telling how the chase would have ended if circumstances had been 
different. No limit to the number of possible outcomes. Jason hardly blames Gilbert for being frustrated but 
thinks the surviving agents should consider themselves lucky. As their colleagues found out the hard way, a 
cornered man is a dangerous man. 


So is a grieving man. 


"Seems like a waste of time bringing another agent out here when the gang's already gone," Gilbert remarks. 


"Unless you think they're coming back--which they ain't--I really don't see the point 
"The bureau has other plans for Agent Curtis." 
"Which are?" 


"We'll get to that shortly," Knutson says, "but first | want to show him the bodies. Let him know exactly what 


we're up against." 
Gilbert uses his middle finger to smooth the bandage covering his nose. "Have at it, then" 
Knutson nods at the coroner, who pulls the sheet off the first gurney. 


"Agent Kevin Horton," he says. "Up until three days ago, he had one of the highest apprehension rates in the 


bureau." 

"Does that rate include suspects killed?" Jason asks. 

Knutson chuckles. "| see Horton's reputation precedes him." 

Jason nods. He can feel Gilbert glaring and makes a note to mind his words better. 

"However," Knutson continues, "his marksmanship skills left much to be desired. There were over a dozen holes 
in Hetfield's getaway car and only one in either of its occupants." He tilts his head toward the covered form on 


the last gurney. "What ultimately killed Cliff Burton was not the bullet but his own partner's careless driving." 


Jason wonders if any of his colleagues would have done a better job staying on an icy road in a snowstorm 


while being shot at from behind 


The coroner steps forward. "The fatal bullet entered here, on the side of Agent Horton's neck, and severed his 


carotid artery before exiting the other side. Death was likely immediate. However, he also sustained non-fatal 


gunshot wounds to the shin--" he points to the splintered, purple remains of Horton's lower leg, "--and to the 
abdominal viscera. The angle of the wounds suggests they were fired while he was down by an assailant who 
was crouched on the ground" 

"In other words, by somebody hiding behind the overturned getaway car," Knutson says. 

"In other words," Gilbert echoes, "by a low-down coward." 

Knutson gestures to the second body, which the coroner uncovers as well. 

"This is Agent Phil Rind, Horton's partner. Agent Rind was behind the wheel during the pursuit. We found his 
pistol laying on the road, suggesting that he dropped it when he and Horton got out to approach the wreckage. 
He was without any means of defending himself when Hetfield fired the fatal shots." 

Gilbert says nothing, but the word coward echoes in Jason's memory nonetheless. 

"It also appears that somebody went through Rind's pockets after he died" 


"Was anything taken?" Jason asks. 


Knutson shakes his head. "Not that we could tell. His badge and wallet were removed but left with the body. 


The money was still inside, so I'm not sure what Hetfield was looking for.” 
"With all due respect.how do we know it was Hetfield?" 


Four pairs of eyes land on Jason at the same time. Gilbert's bore into him with disgust, their whites burning 


coldly from within the dark bruises. 
"Of course it was Hetfield Who the fuck else would it be?" 


"In all fairness," Knutson admits, "| suppose one of his accomplices could have gone through the pockets 


instead." 


"| don't just mean the pockets. | mean, how do we know that James Hetfield fired the fatal shots? How can we 


be certain it wasn't Hammett or Ulrich?" 


"Because Hetfield was in the car with Burton," Carlson explains. "The other two were in another car going in a 
different direction. It only makes sense." 


"The fuck does it matter anyway?" Gilbert snaps. 


| was trying to suggest that we shouldn't be so quick to make conclusions when the evidence leaves room for 


other explanations." 


"Jesus Christ.” 

"Mike," Knutson warns softly. 

"I thought you said this prick was an agent, not Hettield's fucking defense attorney!" 

"Calm down and watch your language. You're still on duty, remember?" 

"l'm not the one forgetting his place here. I'm not the one who needs to show a little more respect." 


"Agent Curtis is simply doing his job. Sometimes that job requires that one play Devil's Advocate so as not to 


overlook any possibilities that could be crucial to solving a case." 


"Hetfields a murderer. Case closed. If cocksucker here wants to make himself useful, he should help us hunt 
that bastard down instead of insulting the dead and wasting our time." 


Knutson rubs his eyes. "Perhaps you need to step outside." 

"Gladly," Gilbert mutters. "Gotta take a leak anyway." 

He slams the door so hard that the breeze blows the sheet clear of Cliff Burton's feet. The coroner smooths 
it back in place and re-covers the other two bodies. Carlson, meanwhile, glances uncomfortably at his own 


watch. Jason feels worse about their embarrassment than any insults leveled at him. 


"I apologize." Knutson stubs out his cigarette and lights another. "This has been a..dfficult few days for 


everyone here." 

"Understandable. | certainly didn't mean to aggravate the situation’ 

‘Like | said, you're doing what we brought you here to do." 

Jason nods tentatively. He wonders exactly how much time he'll have to spend around the other agents before 
his actual assignment begins. Their plan will take patience and cooperation, both qualities that Gilbert clearly 
lacks. The last thing they need is a belligerent agent wasting valuable time. Or for him to waste time worrying 
about said agent. 

He opts instead to change the subject. 


"Can you tell me any more about the man who discovered the bodies?" 


"Not much to tell," Knutson explains. "Elderly widower, lives alone, raises and sells chickens. He says he heard a 
loud crash while he was eating dinner but assumed that a tree had fallen over and decided to finish his meal 


before going outside to check. A few minutes later he heard yelling and gunshots. He stayed inside the house 
until things got quiet again, then he took a lantern and went outside. That was when he saw Agent Rind laying 
in the snow." 


"He checked Rind's pulse, found that he was already dead, and made his way to the overturned car to look for 
survivors. The Larimer County Sheriff arrived on the scene as the witness was trying to dig Cliff Burton out 
from under the car." 

Knutson smiles. "| see you've already memorized the newspaper interview.’ 


| was curious if he told you anything more than he told the reporter.” 


"Like | said, there wasn't much to tell in the first place. He gave the exact same account to me, the sheriff, 


and the papers. Not a single discrepancy among them" 

Jason silently recounts the known facts. The deputies combed the property--including the house and chicken 
coop--and the nearby woods looking for any sign of James Hetfield and found none. The heavy snow had 
obscured all but the old man's footprints by the time police arrived. 

"Hetfield would have stayed close to the road where his accomplices could find him easily," he reasons out loud. 
"He would not hide in the woods in the middle of a snowstorm unless he was determined to freeze to death. 
Since the police were already in the area, it's likely that he was picked up somewhere close to the property 
shortly before they arrived. Somewhere very close if you consider the wind and the snow and whatever 
injuries he may have suffered in the crash." 

"Suggesting what?" Knutson asks. 

"That your witness may not have been telling the whole story.’ 

"Why? Because he doesn't recall hearing a car pull up outside?" 


"You don't find that odd?" 


"Not particularly. Heavy snowfall like that, it could have muffled the sound of an engine to where he wouldn't 


hear it indoors. Old men are usually more deaf than they like to let on." 
"Yet he heard the crash and the yelling and the shooting." 
| can hardly accuse a man of lying based on those circumstances alone, now can |?" 


Carlson pipes up before Jason can answer. "Why do you assume that Hetfield's accomplices would be the ones 


to retrieve him? Last | saw, they were headed south instead of west." 


"Common escape tactic," Jason explains. "Getaway cars split off in different directions as a way of diverting 
their pursuers. If they're successful in shaking the tail, they regroup somewhere down the road or at a 
predetermined location. | wouldn't be surprised if these men spent days--even weeks--surveying the area 
before they carried out the robbery. They're not amateurs. They're the types to have a fallback plan for 
when their fallback plan falls through." 


"How do you know all this?" 

Jason looks down at the briefcase in his hand. "Research." 

"Ah," Carlson nods, "so you're the agent | heard about. The bank robbery expert" 

"| don't know that | would call myself an expert" He smiles awkwardly, wishing that Knutson had explained all of 
this to the others beforehand. "It's true, I've studied these cases extensively, but that's no substitute for 
hands-on experience." 

"Hands-on? Are you talking about catching bank robbers or becoming one yourself?" 

"Both," Knutson says. 

Carlson laughs for a moment until he realizes his superior is not joking. Jason clears his throat before Carlson 
can ask the next obvious question He isn't sure that now is the best time to be revealing the specifics of 
their plan. 

"They wouldn't just leave Hetfield behind." 

‘lm sorry?" 

"You asked me why | was so sure that Hammett and Ulrich came back for him. The answer to that is loyalty.’ 
And a gut feeling, which Jason declines to mention. "You know the old saying that there's no honor among 
thieves?" 

"Yeah." 

"These men are the rare exception. A couple years ago they tried to rob an armored car near Albuquerque, 
New Mexico. Same arrangement as this job: two bags of money, two separate cars. Cliff Burton and Lars 
Ulrich were in one vehicle. They got away first. James Hetfield and Dave Mustaine--who is obviously no longer 
with the gang--were in the other. Right before they could drive away, a pair of off-duty deputies happened to 
walk out of the bakery next door. They drew their guns on Hetfield and Mustaine and arrested them. Do you 
know what Burton and Ulrich did?" 


Carlson shakes his head. 


"They came right back and turned themselves in, along with every cent of the money. They had a choice 


between abandoning their accomplices or joining them in prison. What does that tell you?" 
"That they were a couple of fools?" 

"That these men value loyalty above money, freedom, and even their own lives." 

"So, in other words, they were a couple of fools." 

"You would have chosen the money?" 

"If | were a bank robber, | would." 

Knutson laughs. "Not sure you should be admitting that out loud, Ed" 

"Wouldn't you?" 


There is a knock at the door. The coroner pokes his head out and exchanges a few words with the man outside 


before turning back to the agents. 


"The hearse is here from Denver. Do you gentlemen need any more time with your colleagues or can | release 


their bodies?" 

"That's fine," Knutson says. "They've been here long enough.” 

The coroner waves the attendant through. Jason watches with a solemn curiosity as they tuck the sheets 
around Horton and Rind and steer the gurneys into the hall. Carlson catches the door before it can slam closed 
again. "If it's all right--" 

"Go ahead." 

Carlson gives Knutson an appreciative nod and takes his leave. 

"Poor bastard. I'm pretty sure he's never seen a dead body before." 

Jason isn't sure what to say. 

"How about you?" Knutson asks. "Holding up all right so far?" 


I'm not the squeamish type, if that's what you're asking.” 


"| figured not. You want to have a look at Burton?" 


"May as well." 
"Huh. You don't sound as enthusiastic as | expected." 


Jason wishes he could tell Knutson not to mistake his professional interest for bloodthirst. He is here to do his 


job, not revel in the untimely death of another young man. 
I'm just tired, that's all. Didn't sleep very well on the train 
"Occupational hazard." 


The coroner removes the sheet and Jason draws an audible breath. Despite the newspaper's front page photos, 


he is unprepared for the sight before him. Painfully unprepared. 

"He's a bad one all right." 

Jason glances up to see the coroner giving him a sympathetic look. He realizes the man is referring not to Cliff 
Burton's criminal misdeeds but to the present state of his body. He isn't sure what unnerves him more: the 
disfigurement of Cliff's face or its unexpected familiarity. 

The latter, says the voice in his mind. Definitely the latter. 

"This was not as painful a death as the wounds might suggest," the coroner explains. "Blood loss from the 
lacerations on his head suggest that he was thrown from the vehicle before it rolled over on top of him. He 
was almost certainly knocked unconscious by the impact, which would have spared him the sensation of being 
suffocated by the weight of the car. You see the bruising and the way his chest bows inward? That indicates 


a fatal compression of the lungs. | don't even have to cut him open to tell you how he died." 


Jason points to the now-bloodless hole in Cliff's shoulder. "Would he have survived that bullet wound if not for 


the crash?" 
"As long as he kept it clean and bandaged, | don't see why not” 

They were so close. They almost made it 

"Two agents down and Hetfield still got away with the money," Knutson complains. 
You should have just let them run 

"So much for loyalty, huh? 


Jason's eyes narrow as if the insult were directed at him. "Loyalty is for the living. There was nothing more 


they could have done for Burton. No point in risking their lives." 


"Yeah, but Hetfield's a cocky bastard. | would have thought he'd stick around and wait for the rest of us. Make 
a stand. Go out with a fight." 


You wouldnt be here talking to me if he did 
Jason rubs his eyes. He wonders where these thoughts are even coming from. Maybe he really is tired. Maybe 
he's spent so much time reading about the Hetfield-Burton gang that their motives are starting to make more 


sense than those of his own colleagues. Speaking of occupational hazards. 


"We should have cut our losses while we still could," Knutson admits. "Live to fight another day, as the saying 


goes." 

Jason feels himself nodding as he searches for a place to fix his gaze. It pains him to look at the bullet wound, 
however minor it may have been, because of the memories it evokes. It pains him for reasons he doesn't 
understand--that he isn't even sure he wants to understand--to look Cliff in the face. His eyes settle at last 
on Cliff's hands, balled into fists at either side of his body in the same defiant stance that Cliff always 
assumed in candid photos of the gang while he was alive. Perhaps he was clutching a gun when he died. 
Perhaps his fingers froze that way in the snow. Or perhaps it is just his natural state. Jason contemplates for 
a few moments before he looks up and steps away from the gurney. 

"You can cover him up again. I've seen what | needed to see." 

Knutson nods to the coroner. "Let the undertaker know he's ready to go." 


"What happens now?" Jason asks. 


"They put him in a coffin and load him on the morning train to California. His parents want to bury him at the 


family ranch. Closed-casket, I'm assuming." 
| meant, what happens now as far as my assignment?" 


Knutson waits until the coroner has left the room before he responds. "We go through the expected motions 


and make it seem, by all outward appearances, that we have admitted temporary defeat." 
"What about your anonymous source? Have any more telegrams come in?" 

"Not since we got the tip-off about the robbery, but I'm confident that wasn't the last one." 
"Any idea who it could be?" 


Knutson shakes his head. "Heists like these require cooperation from people outside the gang, and money doesn't 


always buy trust. Or silence. It could be any number of people." He points at the newspaper sticking out of 


Jason's briefcase. "Hell, it might even be Halfin Maybe | shouldn't have had the police run him out of town so 
fast." 


"Whoever it is, how do you know they're trustworthy?" 
"Call it a gut feeling." 


Jason nods, unsure what to say. Following the anonymous lead cost the bureau two of its agents. Now Knutson 
expects Jason to trust the same source with his own life. Occupational hazard, he reminds himself. He swallows 


back the doubt and nods again. 

"IIl be driving back to Denver in the morning for the funerals," Knutson continues, "but I'll be back the following 
day. In the meantime | need you to stay here and lay low. Don't tell anybody who you work for or why you're 
really in town. Anybody who doesn't already know, that is." 

"Of course." 

"In fact, you might want to check into the hotel under a different name." 

"Already did." 

"What is it?" 

"Jason Smith." 

Knutson laughs. "Very original. Hope that's not the one you plan to use on the road." 

‘Not to worry. | have a different alias picked out for that" 

"Let me guess.Jason Jones." 


"No. Jason Newsted." 


"Huh." Knutson tilts his head from side to side as if literally tossing the name around in his mind. "Interesting 


choice. How'd you come up with that one?" 

Its the name of the only person | ever loved 

‘Old family name," he says instead. "Way back there on my mother's side. | thought it had a nice ring to it" 
"Newsted. Almost sounds like New Kid." 


"Would you rather | went with a different one?" 


"No, | like it. Very befitting.” 

"How so?" 

"Well, that's exactly who you're going to be if you manage to infiltrate Hetfield's gang. The new kid" 
"You're right. | hadn't thought of that.” 

Knutson puts out his hand. "Pleased to meet you, Mr. Newsted" 

"Sorry, but | don't shake hands with G-Men" 

"Hal" Knutson slaps him approvingly on the shoulder. "That's a good one." 

"Obviously I'll need more practice talking like a bank robber." 


First things first. You have a name, but you also need a reputation. Can't make a convincing bank robber if 


you've never robbed any banks." 


Jason casts a quick glance at the outline of Cliff's body. He can't help but feel disrespectful talking about their 


plans in front of him--plotting against the man's accomplices while he lays there defenseless and dead. 
"You mind if we discuss the specifics later?" he asks. "I could use a cup of coffee right now." 
"Of course.” Knutson helps himself to another Lucky Strike as they head for the door. "I could use a little 


fresh air myself." 


To be continued. 


